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THE CONFUCIUS INSTITUTE AT
THE UNIVERSITY OF LAGOS:
SINO NIGERIAN RELATIONSHIP
BEYOND THE UNIVERSITY

This section re-examines the fast growing Sino-African relationship
through a direct focus on Chinese government’s initiative of the Confu-
cius Institute. The Confucius Institute has spread to almost all African
countries. At the last Joint Conference of Confucius Institutes in Afri-
ca, held in May 2018, at Maputo Mozambique, about 43 African
countries were represented. Great African countries like Egypt, Ethio-
pia, Ghana, Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria and many others were in
attendance. This implies that if the Confucius Institute can be estab-
lished in great numbers across the length and breadth of Africa, it is
therefore capable of being a veritable tool for forging cooperation be-

tween the People’s Republic of China and Africa.
1. INTRODUCTION

The Confucius Institute excites many Africans because of the myri-
ad of opportunities it promises. Top on the list of the promises is rela-
ted to the opportunity to learn a new language, Mandarin, which is
the language that has the greatest number of speakers, even though not
the most widely spread, in terms of use, in the world. Another point

is the promise that it is capable of opening a window into the culture of
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the Chinese. Chinese culture is ancient and deep and over time, has
proven to be strong enough to resist untoward influences from the West.
Thus, if Africans can shift a little to the East, Chinese, then the
gripping hold of westernisation can be diluted. The next important
point is that the Confucius Institute (CI) on behalf of the government
and people of China, promises to open up both interpersonal and group
relationships between Africans and Chinese. Another important point is
the growing influence of China in the diplomatic, industrial and eco-
nomic spheres. A relationship with China is almost inevitable for the
global business of this generation because China has grown to become
the second biggest economy in the world and thus has a strong economic
impact on the entire world, not just Africa. All these, and many
more, issues are at the levels of promises and perceptions. They are
not altogether unfounded nor are they altogether real. Tt is therefore the
role of a study or investigation of this nature to either authenticate or
refute none, some or all of the views and expectations identified here.

The Confucius Institute is one of the most innovative platforms for
modern cooperation that humanity has ever witnessed. It is an initia-
tive of the People’s Republic of China and according to Manual for
Confucius Institute Directors, the institutes “are a major initiative,
which is intended to have lasting impact on the perception of China and
the use of Mandarin across the globe”. To me, Confucius Institutes do
not pretend to be avenue for the introduction of China to the world.
China is already known, indeed, well known to the world. The ave-
rage family in the world would have encountered China, either through
her wares or any other simple domestic, usually overlooked products,

in its house. So apart from this, China perhaps, goes further to ex-
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pand the scope of her presence in a relationship with the larger world
by creating this new platform. In many countries where Confucius In-
stitutes have been established, potentials abound between the host
countries and the People’s Republic of China. The success of the es-
tablishments will therefore hinge on how forcefully the cooperating
bodies are able to identify and properly harness the potentials. Accor-
ding to the founding fathers of the institutes, their impacts are expec-
ted to be lasting. For this to be realised, the institutes are carefully
crafted into tertiary educational systems of cooperating countries. Ter-
tiary education perhaps has a most formidable impression on anybody
and if the objectives of Confucius Institutes are integrated into tertiary
educational systems, then their objectives will be much assured. This
will make for a better and stronger entrenchment of the ideals of the in-
stitutes and invariably guaranteeing success.

The next issue would be what the impact is expected to be. Two
major matters are raised, namely perception of China and use of Man-
darin language all over the world. Confucius Institutes, all over the
world, are mandated to focus on how China is perceived. In other
words, they are supposed to first identify the image or diverse images
of China in their countries or regions of location and do a re-imaging in
all aspects—culturally, politically, socially, economically ete. in
line with the realities of the time. The institutes are expected to pre-
sent a total picture of China, with nothing left out.

For Africa, this onerous task of the institutes must reflect the pe-
culiar conditions of Africa in connection with a favourable relationship
with a major world power and economy. The reason is that Africa nar-

rowly survived Western Domination during the era of colonialism and
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will be very suspicious of any re-enactment of such a relationship. For
this, there ought to be clarity in the relationship. Currently, there are
mixed feelings as to the intentions of the People’s Republic of China in
this regard because the project—Confucius Institute—can become a

tool for domination at the intellectual and cultural levels.

2. SINO-AFRICAN RELATIONSHIP

With particular reference to the Federal Republic of Nigeria, a
proper harnessing of the potentials of the institutes from their objectives
in relation to language teaching, culture exchange, community links,
interpersonal and group relations as well as technological and scientific
cooperation promises a healthier relationship between two very signifi-
cant countries of the world—China and Nigeria—from two seemingly
insignificant parts of the world—Asia and Africa. It is important to
deal with how these realisations can combine to present themselves as a
strong bridge between China and Nigeria and indeed all other African
countries. It is also important to ascertain its capability in terms of ex-
panding both the educational socio-economic and diplomatic relations
between Nigeria, the most populous as well as the biggest economy in
Africa, and China, the most populous country in the world as well as
the world’s second biggest economy.

Precisely, this section dwells more on the role of the Confucius
Institutes in African Universities in foisting a better and stronger Sino-
African relationship. Nigeria is a typical African country that has pre-
sented itself for analysis here and specifically, the Confucius Institute
at the University of Lagos ( CI Unilag) is used as a model. CI Unilag

is about a decade years old. By all standards, it is one of the oldest in



8- AR E DI

Africa and its output is quite remarkable. It is getting stronger, year
after year, especially in fulfilling its set objectives within the Universi-
ty of Lagos and its environs ( Director’s Report 2017 ). It has devel-
oped, and still is developing and in course of its natural development,
has inadvertently established its own peculiar features.

Basically, like many other Confucius Institutes, CI Unilag fulfils
the canon function as a veritable tool for forging cooperation between its
immediate environment and the people of China. It has thus, positive-
ly affected Sino-Nigerian relationship. When it started about 10 years
ago, it was, as one would expect, strange. The community needed
time to see it unmask itself. As time went on, it unveiled its major,
specific, short and even long time objectives. All are summed in “ac-
tive cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the Fede-
ral Republic of Nigeria” ( Director’s Report). This has largely been
carried out through language teaching and culture exchange as well as
promoting diplomatic cooperation. In language teaching, CI Unilag
started modestly, teaching a handful of people Mandarin and preparing
them for HSK Examinations. At the end of 2017, more than 5, 000
students had benefitted from the teaching of Mandarin in Unilag CI.
There are also about 18 teaching sites outside the University of Lagos,
which cut across the primary, secondary and tertiary school ( CI Unilag
Brochure, 2017/2018 ). Then there is a completed plan to open a
teaching site in one of the most popular and biggest markets in the com-
mercial city of Lagos, where there is also a record of intense Chinese
presence. These have, so far, proved to be capable of constructing a
strong bridge between China and Nigeria even beyond the University of

Lagos Confucius Institute.



